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Within the last century of the United States, religious participation

and activism has been transformed and influenced by numerous
communicative technologies. From the early 1920’s to current day, the
most prominent of these technologies have undoubtedly been radio
broadcasting, television broadcasting, and the Internet via computers.
Although the specific purpose of these technologies has differed
overtime, a central goal has remained definite: the promotion of religious
involvement. In order to fully understand the complete function these
technologies have served within the religious realm, it is also important to
recognize all of the implications this “promotion of religious involvement”
has had on US society.
The purpose of this paper is to provide an in-depth look at the
history of these communicative tools within the religious community,
specifically Christianity, to determine whether or not these technologies
have had an influential role in US politics. To begin, a thorough
investigation of how religious groups and individuals have used these
technologies, starting with the first religious radio broadcast in 1921, will
be used to establish a background and foundation for the unique
relationship between religion and technology. The goal of this section is
to expose the function of communicative technologies in revitalizing
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religion within individuals, and also society as a whole. Once this becomes
clear, a more technical analysis of modern day Internet technologies,
including websites and social media, will be used to provide evidence for
the massive increase in religious dialogue and participation on the Internet
within recent decades.
The aim of this technical analysis is to identify the vast
improvements in both user-interfaces and user design principles that have
facilitated the use of religious dialogue within the Internet. Another
intention of this section is to illustrate how computers have become a
popular and effective platform for religious groups and organizations to
reach the public. Since these religious institutions have realized the
audience reaching potential of the Internet, they have also acknowledged
that the Web allows them to identify and promote their positions on any
given issue or event. As mentioned above, it is necessary to understand
all the implications of this type of public focused media in order to
recognize its complete function. With that said, the final section of this
paper will be focused on the Catholic Church and the Right-to-Life
movement. This analysis will provide an in depth look at how the Catholic
Church and Catholic institutions have used the Internet, primarily websites
and social media, to promote its position against abortion. The goal of
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this section is to reveal significant examples of how a communicative
technology (Internet) has been utilized by a religious group to promote
political activism within the US.

----------------

For Americans, the early 20th Century brought with it a wide range
of technologies and inventions. In terms of media and public access, radio
broadcasting served as the most significant of these discoveries up until
the commercial use of televisions during the 1950’s. Although radio
transmitters were existent and functional by 1906, it was not until 1920
that radio broadcasting became commercialized in the United States.
Shortly after on January 2, 1921, the first religious US broadcast was
transmitted through Pittsburgh’s radio station KDKA of a local church
service (Gaddy 289). This broadcast spawned a religious radio crave that
immediately captured thousands of Americans, and by the early 1930’s,
radio broadcasts were reaching millions. As this new technology allowed
broadcasters to reach enormous audiences, religious groups and leaders
continued to increase religious broadcasting around the country. At a
time where “about half the population of our country [America] are not
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now connected with the churches,” radio broadcasting was seen by many
Christian leaders, such as theologist Ross Snyder, as a way to reach out
to entire communities and individuals not involved with the church
(Snyder 359).
Throughout this era, religious broadcasters were not only able to
spread the word of God to a community, but also to influence public
opinion on events happening within their lives: “The opportunity of
religious radio therefore widens the possibilities of our ministry and calls
to us to ‘play the part of a man’ in the ministry of public opinion and
culture renewal” (Snyder 360). From a religious perspective, it is very
common to believe an individual’s faith and beliefs influence, to some
degree, their opinions and decisions towards events in their life. With that
said, Snyder’s ideology that “people today have need for interpretation of
the events that rush at them” and that religious broadcast provides a way
of doing so, begins to feel influential to a political degree, especially in
terms of public opinion on “events” (Snyder 360). Although Snyder’s
ideology may not be consistent with every Christian leader or radio
broadcaster of the time (with regards to religion’s political role in
society), his status as a respected religious educator does suggest other
Christians shared his views. Along with this, the dramatic rise of religious
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broadcasting during the 1930’s and early 1940’s itself, strongly suggests
that radio was seen by many as a way to promote and influence religious
culture within US communities.
Although some Christian leaders and ministers initially saw the radio
as controversial and not compatible with the word of God, those
individuals were quickly among the minority as the benefits of
broadcasting to wider audiences became clear. Since the idea of a
religious community and cultural renewal is engrained within the Christian
tradition itself, many leaders and ministers shared Snyder’s opinion that
“Radio makes central once more that the church is not something which
happens within the four walls of a building, but is the Christian gospel and
people penetrating into surrounding life” (Snyder 359). As religious
broadcasting brought with it the ability to promote religious dialogue on a
community-wide level, it also allowed for the promotion of the general
Christian belief towards community consciousness and Christian culture.
As a result of the enormous increase in religious radio, Congress
began regulating who could broadcast as well as the number of religious
broadcasts starting with the Radio Act in 1927 (Graves). These
regulations came mainly as a response to mainline leaders from various
Christian branches including Protestantism and Catholicism growing
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concerned with the legitimacy of some broadcasters representing their
religion, especially in terms of broadcasts on paid time slots. Both
mainline Christian institutions and major radio programs supported these
regulations. This shared agreement eventually allowed for a group of
leaders from various branches of Christianity to organize and create the
NRB (National Religious Broadcasters) in the fall of 1944, which still
regulates Christian radio broadcasts to this day (“Christian
Communities”). Although these regulations did lead to the decline in the
number of religious broadcasts and broadcasters, the radio remained the
main source for public media up until the end of WWII.
By the early 1950’s, the television had taken over the radio’s role
as the most popular source of mass media. Similar to broadcasting, there
was initially some hesitance within the Christian community to use
television programming for religious dialogue. Regardless, this hesitance
faded within months as “the majority of ministers did . . . favor the [use
of] TV to enhance church attendance, and did not feel it would reduce
active participation in their churches” (Neuendorf 5). By 1952, Roman
Catholic Bishop Fulton Sheen sparked the Televangelism era through his
popular TV program “Life is Worth Living.” Although Catholic in
orientation, this program reached out to believers of all faiths, including
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non-believers, which allowed for viewing audiences in the millions. The
obvious success and following of Sheen’s program provided encouraging
evidence to Christian leaders and institutions that the television could
serve as an effective tool for “spreading the word and increasing the
flock” (Neuendorf 6).
From the 1950’s and into the 1960’s, television programming
continued to develop but mostly within mainline Christian institutions.
This trend occurred primarily due to the fact that “most of the time
allocated to religion was still provided free of charge by TV stations or
networks as part of their public service responsibility and nonmainline
evangelists were largely excluded from the councils of churches that
controlled programming” (Neuendorf 6). Because of this, almost all of the
religious programs during the 1960’s remained fairly similar in both
message and audience. As Televangelism remained stagnant in
development and diversity well into the 1970’s, the Churches were once
again dealing with a country “which placed decreasing importance on
religious life” (Neuendorf 7). Kimberly Neuendorf provides evidence to
this claim using a Gallup poll from 1978 that found 41% of young men
were not attending church on Sunday in a regular fashion. Relatedly, the
same survey discovered a huge drop in US residents that considered
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religion to be “very important” with only 53% agreeing in 1978 as
opposed to 70% in 1965 (7).
Luckily for Christian practitioners at the time, the first television
network committed entirely to religious dialogue, the Christian
Broadcasting Network (CBN), was launched in 1977. Soon after, CBN
started appealing to broader audiences by showing entertaining programs
such as Christian soap operas and non-religious “family” shows like John
Wayne movies (Neuendorf 11). Not surprisingly, this diversification in
programming was very successful in gaining larger audiences. In fact, a
Gallup poll in 1980 found that “50% of all Americans watch some
religious TV, with 8 million people claiming at least weekly viewing” (Joffe
20). As Christian leaders and institutions began revitalizing religious
interest through the television, the implications of this programming’s
influence on the public became increasingly criticized.
In her study looking at the effects of religious television on
residents of the United States, Kimberly Neuendorf combined and
conducted a wide range of research concerned with this criticism. Of the
most important of these criticisms was the claim that “televised religion
has a political component which unduly influences viewers’ political
attitudes and orientations” (Neuendorf 17). Since religion’s role in politics
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has been a controversial issue throughout American history, it is no
surprise that Televangelism would be subject to this topic as well. In
response to this criticism, Neuendorf cites a 1983 content analysis of
religious television that “found only 17% of all topics discussed on
religious TV to be political in nature” (20). Although the study suggests
religious TV is not entirely focused on politics, it also shows that political
dialogue does occur within religious programming. In fact, the existence
of these political discussions sparked the interest of advocates for the
Federal Communications Commission’s Fairness Doctrine, which requires
programs to cover contrasting opinions and views towards sociopolitical
issues. Neuendorf offers Christian televangelist Pat Robertson, who spoke
on topics such as abortion, separation of church and state, and nominees
for Surgeon General, as an example of an FCC case in which “equal time”
was provided to account for the opposing political view (20).
Additional evidence for political influence within religious television
was suggested by a study conducted by Tamney and Johson in 1983 that
provided evidence that “watching religious programs partly accounts for
support of the ‘Moral Majority’ movement,” which was in opposition of
abortion and nuclear arms (Tamney 303). Relatedly, towards the
conclusion of Neuendorf’s research she cites Gaddy (1984): “reporting on
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national survey data collected by the Gallup Organization in 1978, found
that the belief that religious institutions should be active in public affairs
(including politics) seems to lead to religious broadcast exposure” (22).
Although this poll serves as another bit of evidence for the existence of
politics within religious television, Neuendorf does conclude there has not
been enough research or evidence collected to suggest viewers of
religious TV are affected politically (22). Knowing this, it is still important
to realize how politics existed, to various degrees, in the Televangelism
era just as it did within the era of religious radio broadcasting. Although
religious TV programs and radio broadcasts are still viewed by millions in
the US today, the emergence of modern computers during the 1980’s
paved the way for a new and improved platform for religious media.
As computers and the Internet started becoming accessible to the
American public in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, the ability to quickly
exchange messages at anytime to anyplace became possible as well.
Stephen D. O’Leary, Associate Professor of Communication at the
University of Southern California, described the arrival and success of the
Internet during this time as “expand[ing] in a few years from an elite core
of academic and scientific experts to a global network with millions of
users, as well as the development of a number of private network services
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gatewayed to the global Internet, including Compuserve, America OnLine,
Prodigy, and others” (781). Not surprisingly, religion found its place
within this new communicative technology almost immediately.
In fact, religion was a major topic on these “network services” even
during the early period of “experts” that O’Leary mentions above. During
an MIT communication forum, Reverend Charles Henderson discussed his
own initial experience with religion and the Internet using a religious
network founded in 1985 for religious professionals called Ecunet: “ ‘All of
a sudden, you are no longer alone’ writing a sermon, he said, but
collaborating with two or three hundred others who can work from the
same text to formulate a sermon, and who can then come back online
after delivering the sermon to evaluate its effectiveness. ‘That,’
Henderson said, ‘was a life-transforming experience.’” (MIT
Communication Forum). Rev. Henderson also addressed the opportunity
the Internet provided society to unite and share values by way of religious
dialogue. After the Challenger space shuttle exploded in 1986,
“Henderson observed spontaneous memorial services taking place online.
‘It became apparent that the Internet was not only good for working
collaboratively, but for building community’ ” (MIT Communication
Forum). Similar to the other communicative technologies addressed
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above, religious leaders and organizations recognized early on the
effectiveness the Internet could have building community while also
spreading religious culture.
By the 1990’s, Ecunet was no longer alone as a private network
service that provided users with the ability to participate in online
religious messaging and forums. Other networks such as Compuserve and
Prodigy became readily accessible throughout the early 1990’s. In his
article Cyberspace as Sacred Space, Professor Stephen O’Leary recalls the
emergence of religious discussion on these networks:
“In 1992 a student who knew of my interest in religious communication
brought me a file of messages exchanged in a religion discussion group on
the Prodigy computer network” (793). Around the same time, the
Compuserve network had its own forum focused solely on religious
dialogue. The Religious Forum allowed participants to debate both
religious and social issues, as well as conduct group bible studies and even
rituals. As this new medium provided users with a completely new way of
communicating and uniting, scholars such as O’Leary became more and
more aware of the seemingly limitless possibilities the Web and networks
such as Compuserve provided to the religious world:
As my familiarity with the network grew, I began to discover
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groups meeting at preordained times in electronic
‘conference rooms’ to engage in scripture study and prayer.
A conference or chat room is a real-time connection in which
everyone who enters the ‘room’ may post a message that will
be seen immediately by all who occupy that particular corner
of cyberspace. What intrigued me about this type of
connection to the network was that it allowed for group
interaction of a sort not possible through basic email; people
were not merely exchanging letters with each other but
actually engaged in collective devotion, much as they would
at church or in a Bible study group. For some regular
participants this activity was a significant part of their
spiritual life. (794)

Online networks such as Compuserve were not only able to allow groups
of individuals to meet weekly for rituals and online simulations of
congregations, they also enabled thousands of individuals to form
communities focused on practicing religion regardless of whether they
had met one another in person. In an era of declining religious
participation within the church systems, this new communicative
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technology created a new wave of online “church” members for religious
leaders and organizations to reach out to.
By the mid 1990’s, computer networks were joined by websites,
which started becoming extremely relevant within the religious world as
well. Interestingly, Reverend Henderson mentioned above, founded The
First Church of Cyberspace (www.godweb.com) that promotes the
mission statement: “an attempt to bring Christianity online with
thoughtfulness, humor and a willingness to address the more
controversial questions that tend to be avoided in the traditional church”
(MIT Communications Forum). It is easy to see from this mission
statement that this website aims to gain followers and members that are
both inside and out of the typical church community. Allowing for
discussions and debates that may not be welcomed within a traditional
church successfully caught the attention of religious and non-religious
individuals alike. As the popularity and usefulness of websites continued
to grow during the late 1990’s and into the 2000’s, the public started to
see the arrival of websites representing almost all of the major Christian
denominations in the world. The Vatican, Protestant Reformed Churches
in American, Presbyterian Church, Evangelical Lutheran Church, and
American Baptist Churches currently all have official websites that serve
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as their online headquarters and media platform. As these websites enable
the major organizations of each denomination to reach out to millions on
the Internet, they are simultaneously able to promote the church’s stance
and position on current events in the world that individuals may not be
exposed to while practicing at a church.
Although the Internet has experienced enormous growth and
success, it was not so widely accepted and utilized by religious groups,
leaders, organizations, and churches when it first emerged in the public
scene. Similar to the television, some religious leaders feared the Internet
would have a damaging effect on religion. Perhaps the most significant
recognition and acceptance of computers and the Internet was made by
Pope John Paul II in 1989 on World Communications Day. On this day, one
of the world’s most respected and recognized religious leaders
proclaimed, “The Church must learn to cope with computer culture” (Paul
II, P. J. 1). This speech was noteworthy not only because it announced
the Catholic Church’s recognition that computers were starting to
become a way of everyday life, but also because of the Pope’s
explanation as to why the Church should “cope with computer culture.” In
his speech, Pope John Paul II claims “It was for God’s faithful people to
make creative use of the new discoveries and technologies for the benefit
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of humanity and the fulfillment of God’s plan for the world” (1). This is
perhaps the most vital statement in the speech as it suggests the
Internet, for the Pope and Catholics alike, is not just beneficial but an
actual part of God’s will and “plan for the world.” As he announced the
Internet’s relevant position within the religious world, the Pope also
explained the wonderful opportunities that computers bring to the Church
and Catholic community.
Similar to other religious leaders mentioned above, Pope John Paul II
recognized the Internets ability to expand religious dialogue and increase
participation:
With the advent of computer-telecommunications and what
are known as computer participation systems, the Church is
offered further means for fulfilling her mission. Methods of
facilitating communication and dialogue among her own
members can strengthen the bonds of unity between them.
Immediate access to information makes it possible for her to
deepen her dialogue with the contemporary world. (2)
Just as religious groups and leaders in the past were able to use the
communicative technologies of radio broadcasting and television, the
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Pope acknowledges that computers should be seen as a beneficial tool for
religion.
Along with spreading the word of God and uniting religious
individuals around the world, the Pope identified an additional
social/political function of computers as well, “In the new ‘computer
culture’ the Church can more readily inform the world of her beliefs and
explain the reasons for her stance on any given issue or event” (2).
Admittedly, the Pope’s speech does not seem to be politically charged in
anyway, but this unique statement does highlight the Catholic Church’s
belief that the public and members of the Church should be
knowledgeable of the Church’s position and views towards current events.
As was seen in the sections above revolving around radio broadcasting
and television, it is very common for religious groups to utilize these
technologies to inform the public of their opinion on events and issues in
the world. The Pope went on to say, “She can hear more clearly the voice
of public opinion and enter into continuous discussion with the world
around her, thus involving herself more immediately in the common
search for solutions to humanity’s many pressing problems” (2). Again,
this statement does not seem to be political, but it does imply the
importance of the Church’s involvement and discourse in matters
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revolving around public opinion and issues plaguing the world. Obviously,
this does not suggest the Catholic Church is trying to influence the
public’s political opinions on these events, but it does seem to say that
the Church’s opinions and views of events (some political, some not)
should be known, and at least, considered by the public. Although this
speech was made almost 25 years ago by a different Pope, it is
interesting to see, especially in a world where the Pope now has a Twitter
account, how Pope John Paul II’s positions on the Church using computers
and the Internet has transformed into the use of thousands of websites
and social media accounts.
Although websites and blog forums allow for real-time
communication and discussion, the social media programs that arrived in
the early 2000’s have allowed individuals and groups to create, share, and
exchange ideas in a completely new way and on a much larger scale. In
2004, Mark Zuckerberg launched the social networking service Facebook,
which by year 2014 had over 1 billion regular users. Shortly after in
2006, another social networking service named Twitter was founded and
launched by Jack Dorsey, Noah Glass, Biz Stone, and Evan Williams. Similar
to Facebook, Twitter allows users to send and share messages called
“tweets” that are a maximum of140-characters long. Although Twitter
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has about half of the users that Facebook has (around 500 million as of
2014), it is still considered one of the most used and accessed social
networking systems to date. Due to the massive audiences and active
users within both Facebook and Twitter, it is not surprising that
thousands of religious groups and figures have joined these networks by
making accounts of their own. As mentioned earlier, significant religious
figures and organizations such as Pope Francis and the Vatican currently
have accounts on Twitter that reach out to millions of followers around
the world. As this new age of social media enables the promotion of
religious dialogue and involvement to a huge population of users, it is still
vital to understand all of the implications that this promotion has on the
public.
By 2013, Pope Francis’s Twitter account was being followed by
more than 10 million users. This number suggests not only the enormous
following the Pope has around the world, but also the Pope’s ability to
reach out to and influence audiences of this proportion simply by posting
a tweet. In most cases, these messages are entirely focused on spreading
the word of God and prayer throughout the online Catholic world, but
there are some specific examples in which both Pope Benedict XVI and
Pope Francis sent a more politically influential message to their followers.
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Figures 1 and 2 below serve as two prime examples of religious leaders
utilizing social media to promote the Catholic Church’s stance on
abortion, which is arguably one of the most relevant political topics of our
time:

In figure 1 above, Pope Benedict XVI tweets in support of the March for Life and
politicians holding anti-abortion policies.

As shown in figure 2, Pope Francis expresses his support for the March for Life last
January by way of Twitter.
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Even though politically charged tweets such as these two examples are
few and far between within the Pope’s Twitter account itself, it is
certainly worth noting just how easy it is for religious leaders or
organizations to spread their messages and opinions, political or not,
to the public by way of social media and the Internet in general. As the
success and growth of the Internet has enabled billions of individuals
to exchange and share dialogue on a daily basis, it can be said that
this communicative technology has arguably affected and evolved
religious media and dialogue even more so than radio broadcasting or
television.
The purpose of this opening section has been to reveal the
relationships that have existed and still do exist between the religious
world and communicative technologies. Although radio broadcasting,
television, and computers have been the most significant of these
technologies, the amazing development of computers and the Internet
has allowed for enormous audience reaching potential that has not
gone unnoticed. As a result of this technology’s advancements, it could
certainly be argued that computers and the Internet are the
communicative technology of the future. With that being said, the
relationship that exists between religion and computers is undoubtedly
here to stay. In the following section, the advancement of computer
technologies will be analyzed in order to better understand just how
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effective this technology has become as a tool for reaching out to
millions of individuals around the world. Once this understanding is
achieved, it will be much easier to see the strong, existing relationship
that has developed between the religious world and computers.
-----------The second section of this paper will be heavily based in
Computer Science with a primary focus on the development of
computer technology up to current day. A technical analysis of the
evolution that both computer programs and Internet websites have
made dating from the emergence of computers to the advancements
we see today will be provided in order to demonstrate the vast
improvements that have occurred within this technology. The goal of
this analysis will be to illuminate these improvements in hopes of
providing evidence for the tremendous increase in religious dialogue
and participation that has taken place within computer technologies in
recent decades.
Another important aspect of this section will revolve around the
significance of this technology’s development, more specifically, the
necessity of religious organizations and leaders to use this technology
in order to “compete” with all of the other organizations reaching out
to huge audiences by way of computers. As the development of
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computers has advanced, so too, has the way in which organizations
effectively utilize this technology to interact with the public. With that
said, it becomes clearer just how important computers have been and
will continue to be for religious institutions’ exposure to individuals all
around the world. Obviously, the larger the audience an organization
has, the wider the influence that organization can have on the public.
As I have highlighted throughout this paper, it is necessary to
understand how this growing influence affects the public. This section
will provide analysis specifically of how computer technologies have led
to this influence, and as a result, unveil the intertwined relationship
this technology has with the religious world.
Over the past thirty years, the most significant improvements to
computer technologies have occurred within three areas: design,
accessibility, and cost. The tremendous progress that has occurred
within these key areas is undoubtedly responsible for the extraordinary
growth in participation and utilization of computers and the Internet
that exist today. The first area of focus, design, will be judged off of
design principles that are consistent throughout the discipline of
Computer Science coupled with an evaluation of how the programs or
websites account for user-friendliness. It is also worth mentioning here
that there is a direct relationship between design principles and userfriendliness. This shouldn’t come as a surprise since design principles
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have always been aimed towards improvements and efficiencies from
the perspective of usability. Knowing this, the more design principles a
given program or website demonstrates the more likely it is to be
user-friendly. Similarly, the more user-friendly a design the more it
allows for accessibility, utilization, and enjoyment by the users.
One of the major principles or laws of interaction design (focused
on interaction between device and user) is that of manipulation.
Objects within a program or website can be manipulated either directly
or indirectly. “In the past, especially during the years before the
Macintosh popularized the GUI [Graphic User Interface], nearly all
computer commands were indirect” (Saffer 130). As Saffer points out,
original computers and networks were only capable of providing
indirect manipulation because the programs were all command-line
interfaces such as figure 3 below:

Figure 3 (Kov)
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The above image is the original CompuServe bulletin board that
became available in 1981. This system (BBS) “had serious navigational
problems and no visual appeal. There was no graphical user interface.
In any event, nothing unusual here – All computer screens looked like
this” throughout the 1980’s (Kov 3). With little attractiveness and
limited navigation due to a command-line interface, CompuServe and
other networks at the time lacked the manipulation capabilities that
exist today.
In comparison to indirect manipulation, direct manipulation
refers to the ability to select an object such as an icon or button with a
finger or mouse in order to manipulate the object in some way such as
dragging or rotating (Saffer 129). In order for direct manipulation to
exist, a GUI or graphical user interface is necessary. Common
examples of GUI are the windows such as Microsoft word, a web page
you are scrolling through, or a screen on a smart phone. Figure 4
below exemplifies a form of direct manipulation that occurs
continuously in our world today:
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In Figure 4 above, the user is texting on their device by simply
tapping their finger on the digital keyboard. (Kov)

Throughout any given day, millions of text messages are being sent
out by smart phone users around the globe. This fact alone, helps
illustrate just how much easier a developed graphical user interface
that allows direct manipulation makes a user’s experience of
navigating and utilizing devices and programs. The advancement from
indirect to direct manipulation serves as a prime example of how
design improvements overtime have enhance user friendliness and
usability.
The second design principle I will address is that of affordance.
Affordance can be described as how something appears or “manifests”
itself to give the user an idea of how it behaves and functions, along
with how a user should interact with it (Saffer 130). The most common
example of affordance is that of buttons. The appearance of objects
are a major factor of their affordance, so the appearance of buttons
allow us to recognize that we can click on them, or in technical terms,
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buttons afford to be clicked on. Figure 5 below illustrates a traditional
interface designed for the San Jose Mercury News in California, which
started using this America On Line interface in 1994 (Kov 3):

Figure 5 (Kov)
In comparison to figure 3 above, this interface displays graphic images
such as the numerous grey boxes across the screen. Because icons
and images such as the boxes are very familiar to users, it is safe to
assume that these boxes are buttons that afford to be clicked on
whenever the user desires. Although simple in examples such as this,
the principle of affordance is extremely important for design and user
interaction. A design that demonstrates effective affordance, such as
the buttons in figure 5, helps to ensure that the program’s features
and functionality are easily discovered and correctly used (Saffer 131).
Similar to manipulation, affordance is a key principle for userfriendliness and usability. The addition of affordance in figure 5 from
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the original CompuServe interface in figure 3 unarguably provides the
interface from 1994 with more user-friendliness.
As the internet has expanded into millions of websites, designs
have varied in almost any way imaginable. In order to account for this
diversity, webpage and interface designers maintain a certain level of
consistency. This consistency results from the principle of standards,
which refers to the common traits that almost all interfaces share.
Standards can be seen in almost every design and can refer to things
as simple as locating certain items (menus, exits blocks, logos) that
are consistently at the top of the page. Colors are another common
standard used throughout interface design. For example, webpages
that have “Join Now” or “Donate Now!” buttons usually color these
buttons green or another bright, attention drawing color. Similarly, if a
webpage contains a link to another website, these links are usually
highlighted in blue and underlined. Although this principle can be
illustrated with simple examples, there are many important
implications that result from consistency in designs. For instance,
consistency allows users to access numerous websites and still be able
to navigate around them due to the standards that the websites share.
If a website does not follow the principle of standards, users would
have to learn something new, “something that doesn’t work like all
their other applications work” (Saffer 134). As the development of
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principles such as standards has increased, so too has this
technology’s appeal to users.
Aside from principles, interaction design is also concerned with
the laws of designing. One of the most famous of these laws is the
Hick-Hyman Law or Hick’s Law. This law states “that the time it takes
for users to make decisions is determined by the number of possible
choices they have” (Saffer 135). In other words, the number of
options a user has on a given screen or interface corresponds with the
amount of time it takes that user to choose a specific option. In terms
of user-friendliness, this law is relevant because a webpage that
presents a user with too many options, may force the user to take an
absurd amount of time to utilize and navigate around the website. This
is bad for two major reasons: the user’s experience with the design,
and more importantly, the webpage or interface itself will not be
positive; and users are usually deterred from websites that are too
confusing and time consuming. Even though cognitive overload (too
many choices for the user) seems easy to avoid, Hick’s Law has still
been broken by some of the most commonly used programs in
computer technology. For example, figures 6 and 7 below illustrate the
options menus located at the top of a Microsoft Word interface in the
early 2000’s compared to a modern day Word interface:
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Figure 6 (Saffer)

	
  
	
  
Figure 7

	
  

	
  
It isn’t very hard to tell which of these designs suffers from cognitive
overload, but it is important to recognize the difference in
attractiveness and user-friendliness that occurs between them. It is
not a coincidence that users prefer the simpler more modern design
that follows Hick’s Law. As was said about the other design principles
above, there are implications of not following Laws such as Hick’s,
which can ultimately lead to a website or program’s loss in user
participation and satisfaction.
The improvements that computer technologies have made in
design by way of principles, laws, and user-friendliness, have clearly
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resulted in increasingly appealing programs and webpages throughout
the development of computers. These improvements have not only
produced enjoyable, easy to use designs; but also, increased user
participation and involvement of the actual programs and websites
themselves. It’s not surprising that the designs of the earlier interfaces
from the figures above were used much less than the more modern
interfaces; however, design is not the only factor that has influenced
increased user participation throughout the development of computer
technologies. It is also necessary to address the improvements that
came through cost efficiency and accessibility in order to grasp the
entire progression this technology has made over recent decades.
When thinking about a product or technology’s availability to the
public, the cost to use the technology along with the level of
accessibility the technology provides must be considered. Since cost
and accessibility are closely related when it comes to utilization by the
public, I will be addressing these two areas of development alongside
one another. As computers and the Internet started becoming
available to the public in the late 1980’s and into the early 1990’s,
there was still a major concern with the cost of these devices and
programs. Because of these extreme costs (basic desktop computers
ranged from $3,000-$5,000 in the early 1990’s), many individuals
were prevented from having their own personal computer. Relatedly,
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the high cost of these devices and Internet services limited the total
number of Internet users during these early years: “In 1990 the
Internet had existed for only 7 years; just 3 million people had access
to it worldwide” (Internet Users). It shouldn’t come as a surprise that
an extremely new technology such as computers and their networks
would originally come at a high price, but the more important point to
be addressed here is how the steady decline of cost for computers and
Internet services has drastically increased the amount of computer
owners and internet users.
The cost of online networks and Internet services can be
measured by Internet Transit Prices. “Internet Transit is the business
relationship whereby one ISP [Internet Service Provider] provides
(usually sells) access to all destinations in its routing table” (Peering).
In simpler terms, an Internet consumer pays for the service of a
specific ISP in order to gain access to the Internet on their device.
With that said, as the cost of Internet Transit Prices drop, accessibility
to the Internet increases for all users. Since 1998, the website and
organization, DrPeering, has tracked the commodity price of Internet
Transit as shown in the graph 1 below:
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Graph 1
The above image displays the Internet Transit Prices from 1998-2014
for the U.S Internet Region. This graph helps illustrate the severe drop
in prices (“average decline of 61% from 1998 to 2010”) that has
occurred over the past two decades in Internet pricing (Peering). It
becomes obvious when looking at Graph 1 just how significant the
decline of Internet prices has been up to modern day, but what is even
more significant is how this rapid decrease in cost has also allowed for
the drastic increase in Internet users in America, as well as the entire
planet. Compared to the 3 million Internet users that existed in 1990,
by 1996, approximately 16 million individuals around the world were
accessing the Internet (1960’s-1990’s). Even within the early years of
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development, the cost of computer’s and the Internet quickly dropped
to levels that allowed more and more individuals to access and utilize
this technology.
As the Internet began to gain members by the millions during
the mid to late 1990’s, the telecommunications industry itself began
investing heavily in broadband infrastructure to improve and expand
the Internet’s ability to account for the rapidly growing number of
users. In fact, authors Norquist and Gleason claim that the
telecommunications industry “has invested more than $1.2 trillion on
broadband infrastructure since 1996.” As of 2014, this huge amount of
investment has allowed for approximately 86.75% (almost 280
million) of all Americans to have Internet access (Internet Users by
Country). Similar to the U.S., individuals all across the world began
gaining access to the Internet throughout the mid to late 2000’s. In
fact, by June 2009, an estimated 1,669 million people (approximately
25% of the world’s population) were using the Internet on a frequent
basis (Internet Growth Statistics). It is worth noting here that even
with the enormous increase of Internet users from the 1990’s to the
2000’s, accessibility to the Internet has only continued to improve up
through modern day. For instance, by June 2014, it was estimated
that 3,035 million people around the world (42.3% of world’s
population) were accessing and utilizing the Internet (Internet Growth
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Statistics). These large numbers help suggest not only that the
declining cost of Internet usage has led to a greater level of
accessibility, and ultimately, a drastic increase in Internet users; but
also that accessibility to the Internet will only continue to increase as it
has over the past two decades.
Throughout the development of computer technologies and
services there have been momentous improvements by way of design,
cost efficiency, and accessibility. As has been illustrated by the figures
above, computer and interface design has made leaps and bounds
towards user friendliness and usability. These advances have allowed
users to have an easier, enjoyable experience while using computers,
programs, and the Internet. Although design improvements have
made an obviously positive impact on user participation, the
progresses computer technologies have made in terms of cost and
accessibility are just as noteworthy. Today, Americans can purchase
personal computers or laptops for hundreds of dollars rather than
thousands. Along with this, the steady decline in the cost of using the
Internet itself has led to greater accessibility, and ultimately, more
user participation. Whereas access to the Internet itself was extremely
expensive during the 1990’s, today there exist companies and
websites such as Web.com that provide members with the ability to
create their own websites for free. These key improvements that have
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occurred throughout the development of computer technologies have
certainly influenced the enormous growth and participation that we see
today. Knowing that the Internet is accessible to thousands of millions
of individuals around the world, it is important to analyze the
significance of this technology’s audience reaching potential. When
considering an organization’s relationship to the public, the Internet is
unquestionably one of the most effective ways to reach out. With
millions of individuals accessing the Internet on a daily basis, it seems
unlikely that an organization seeking public participation and attention
would be successful without some sort of Internet usage, especially
when considering the amount of organizations that currently utilize the
World Wide Web as a media platform.
Considering the current state and growth of the Internet, it can
certainly be argued that computers, namely the Internet itself, is the
most effective communicative technology, at least in terms of the
audience reaching potential. Because of this, it is not surprising that
almost every major religious organization or group has their own
website and/or social media profiles such as Twitter or Facebook.
Although this may not be surprising to us, the existence of these
webpages and profiles do suggest something intriguing about this
communicative technology itself. I say this because there is a reason
why all of these religious organizations have created websites of their
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own: if they do not utilize the Internet, they are not able to reach out
to millions of individuals that other “Internet using” organizations are
able to. Keeping this in mind, the aspect of competition becomes very
relevant. In order for a modern day religious organization to reach out
to millions of individuals around the world, it is absolutely necessary
for the organization to utilize the Internet. As long as this necessity
exists, the Internet will continue to play a significant role within the
religious world.
Since the overwhelming majority of religious institutions have a
presence within the Internet, it is important to understand how these
organizations are utilizing this technology. Because of its significance
and popularity, the Vatican serves as a prime example of a religious
institution that effectively reaches out to millions of individuals
everyday by way of the Internet. The Vatican’s website, La Santa
Sede, provides its members and viewers with constant updates on
church activity and services, as well as any current events (political or
not) that the church involves itself with. In fact, the Vatican’s
homepage has a Vatican News (News.VA) section that is committed
entirely to events happening around the world (see figure 6):
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Figure 6 is a screenshot taken of the top half of the Vatican’s homepage. As
mentioned above, there is a News.Va section located in the top right of the page
committed entirely to keeping the public up to date on current events. (Vatican)

The Vatican is not alone in wanting to share its views and reactions to
events going on in the world, but it is interesting to see how much
emphasis a completely religious organization puts on current events in
the world. As Pope John Paul II mentioned in his speech discussed
earlier in the first section, the Catholic Church feels that it is necessary
for its members and audiences to know the “Church’s stance” towards
these events. Since the Internet is able to provide arguably the best
means of achieving this exposure, it makes perfect sense for major
religious groups to have their own websites and news pages similar to
the Vatican’s. As a result of this, the relationship between these
groups and computer technology only becomes more interwoven.
For religious organizations and institutions, promoting church
membership and participation has always been the primary goal.
Although there are many other ways for these religions to do so, the
Internet provides major benefits that cannot be offered by other
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communicative technologies. As the advancement and effectiveness of
the Internet has continued to progress, religious groups have used this
technology to reach out to millions of individuals they would not have
been able to if not for the Internet’s enormous amount of users. Also,
it is worth mentioning here that the Internet and computer
technologies themselves have became a major way of life for younger
generations in almost every developed society. Unlike media that
comes in the form of literature such as newspapers or magazines, the
Internet is able to appeal to younger users in a more intriguing way.
There should be little doubt that religious groups have also made this
realization, which helps reveal just how effective the Internet can be
for reaching out to newer and younger audiences. With that being
said, computer technologies seem to be the way of the future for
religion. The numerous benefits this technology presents to religious
groups focused on spreading their message and ideologies cannot be
ignored. As long as the Internet remains the most effective
communicative technology for reaching out to society, this technology
will continue to have an important, if not essential, relationship with
the religious world for decades to come.
Similar to the communicative technologies of radio and
television, computers and the Internet have evolved into a very
effective tool, especially in terms of a media platform. Throughout its
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development, computer technology has made meaningful strives in the
areas of design, cost, and accessibility. As a result of these
improvements, computers and the Internet are constantly being used
(at the lowest cost to date) by millions of individuals around the globe.
Obviously, this absurd amount of growth in user participation has not
gone unnoticed by groups and organizations interested in reaching out
to the public. Realizing the benefits of the Internet, major religious
groups and institutions seemingly have no choice but to utilize this
technology effectively in order to communicate with as many
individuals as possible. As the relationship between computer
technology and religion has continued to grow stronger, so too has the
influence from these religious groups on the public.
The focus of this section has been aimed towards analyzing not
only the improvements of this technology, which has led to increased
user participation, but also the strong relationship that has resulted
between computers and religion. Now that this relationship has been
unveiled, it is just as important to look at the consequences that it has
brought to society. Since this paper is focused on the possible political
implications of this influence, it is necessary to analyze real world
examples of the relationship between computer technology and
religion. Once these examples are revealed, it will be possible to
determine the amount of political influence, if any, that these religious
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groups are able to have on society by way of computers and the
Internet.
-----------The final section of this paper will focus on the Catholic Church’s
influence on the Right to Life movement by highlighting instances in
which Catholic organizations and groups have utilized computer
technologies to spread their political agenda. As the second section of
this paper was aimed at introducing and analyzing the relationship
between computers and the religious world, the final section will be
pointed towards the political implications that can and have resulted
from this relationship. This section will focus not only on whether or
not Catholicism’s use of computer technology has been politically
influential, but also on how effective this use has been in terms of
mobilization and involvement. I will first provide a brief history of the
Catholic Church’s past and current stance on abortion and relationship
to the political world in general. Ultimately, this section is determined
to expose Catholicism’s political influence by way of real world
examples in which the Church’s utilization of computer technology is
politically charged and in opposition to abortion.
“Traditionally, the official teaching of the Catholic Church has
been a politically and ideologically mixed bag” (Corbett 99). As this
quote suggests, it is a common view that the Catholic Church

	
  

46	
  

throughout history has held a political agenda to some extent.
Although this agenda has always been focused on applying religious
teachings and principles throughout one’s life, especially on behalf of
the poor and disadvantaged, modern day Catholicism remains
politically active even in current events around the world (Corbett 99).
In terms of consistency and openness, the Catholic Church has
maintained a very public stance against the legality of abortion
through the mid 1900’s and into modern day. Because of the “Church’s
strong organization, skilled representation in Washington, willingness
to engage in coalition building, and large grassroots numbers;” its not
surprising that many consider the Catholic church and leadership as
the most influential pro-life institution, especially within the U.S.
(Corbett 101). Obviously, the relationship between Catholicism and the
political world is nothing new or surprising, yet the Church’s firm
stance against abortion has created a clear and direct message to the
Catholic community as well as society in general.
As a result of the Church’s beliefs towards the Fifth
Commandment, commonly referred to as “You shall not kill,” abortion
is seen as a major offence within moral law. In fact, any act that aids
or promotes an abortion is seen by the Church as a punishable
criminality: “The Church attaches the canonical penalty of
excommunication to this crime against human life… she [the Church]
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makes clear the gravity of the crime committed, the irreparable harm
done to the innocent who is put to death, as well as to the parents and
the whole of society” (Excerpts). Since excommunication is the most
significant punishment the Church can give, it is clear to see just how
important the issue of abortion is to the Catholicism. In fact, NPR
released a religious article in 2010 about a famous abortion incident
that occurred in Phoenix where excommunication was the decided
punishment.
In this article, author Barbara Hagerty explains that a 27-year-old
woman was admitted the Catholic St. Joseph’s Hospital who had
become gravely ill during her eleventh week of pregnancy. The
doctors of the hospital claimed that if she were to continue with the
pregnancy, her risk of mortality was almost 100 percent. Because this
was taking place in a Catholic hospital that opposed abortion of any
kind, the ultimate decision was given by Sister Margaret McBride who
was the hospital administrator “as well as the liaison to the diocese” to
approve the abortion in order to save the mother’s life (Hagerty).
Obviously, this scenario is an immensely complex example of abortion,
but it is still important to realize that Nun Margaret McBride was
excommunicated by Bishop Thomas J. Olmsted for allowing the
procedure. In an online response to this decision, Rev. John Ehrich,
who is the medical ethics directed for the Diocese of Phoenix stated,
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“She consented in the murder of an unborn child,” and continued on to
say, “She said, ‘Yes, you can kill that unborn child.’ That’s a heinous
act” (Hagerty). Regardless of the public’s response and opinion to the
Church’s reaction and decisions in this scenario, it must also be noted
that the Church excommunicated Nun McBride knowing full well that
the public would be exposed to this story. With that said, this recent
act by the Church helps illustrate just how important and relevant the
issue of abortion remains to Catholicism, as shown by figure 7 below:

In Figure 7 above, an individual is holding up a
sign with the common refrain “You can’t be Catholic
and pro-abortion” at a right to life protest. (Barbato)

Knowing that abortion remains one of the most politically debated
issues within the US, the Catholic Church’s firm stance in opposition of
this medical procedure helps reveal the political side of this religious
group. Since Catholicism is constantly promoting its political position
towards abortion, it is very easy to believe that this institution intends
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and aims to influence the public’s view of abortion as well. Just as author
Corbett mentions above, the Church’s ability to organize and mobilize by
way of numerous organizations and grassroots allows for a strong
connection to the public. Because of its close relationship to politics, any
stance towards the issue of abortion itself certainly insinuates a political
agenda and redirect, but it remains necessary to analyze significant
examples of how Catholicism has done so, by way of computer
technology, in order to determine the religious institution’s effectiveness
at mobilizing and influencing the public on this issue. As of today, there
are hundreds of websites and social media accounts that promote the
Right to Life movement, but the organizations ALL (American Life
League) and EWTN Global Catholic Network are undoubtedly at the
forefront of the movement. Because of the tremendous size and
membership within these organizations, both groups utilize the Internet in
order to reach out and spread their message to millions around the globe.
In the following pages, I will provide an in depth look at each of these
Catholic organization’s websites to show how religious groups utilize this
communicative technology in a politically charged way.
The ALL organization was started in 1979 by Judie Brown and 9
other pro-life Americans and is currently the “largest grassroots Catholic
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pro-life education organization in the United States” (American Life
League). Since this groups receives no money from the government, the
organization is run purely off of donations from its members and
participants. Perhaps the most effective and efficient way of obtaining
this funding is by way of its website seen in figure 8 below:

In Figure 8 above, the homepage of ALL’s website is displayed.
Notice the “Act Now” and “Donate” tabs located in the top right of the page.
It should also be mentioned that this website does a wonderful job in terms of
design principles and user-experience mentioned in the second section.
(American Life League)

As the image above shows, ALL’s homepage does an extremely good job
at attracting the viewer, while simultaneously providing them with
important information and events. Although this page may not seem
politically charged at first, there is a section under the “Activism” section
devoted entirely to government and political agendas. Within this section
labeled “Government” there are numerous links the user can click on that
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promotes contacting congressmen, approaches to current legislation
revolving around abortion, and keys to lobbying in favor of the Pro-Life
movement (American Life League). Regardless of whether or not this is
the main section of focus for the website and group itself, the
significance and existence of a section committed entirely to political
influence and dialogue should not go unnoticed.
Similar to the American Life Leagues homepage above, the EWTN
Pro-Life website offers users with a tremendous amount of information in
an organized and appealing fashion. This website encourages users to
“Get caught up on the latest Pro-life issues in the news” by selecting the
highlighted “Pro Life News” button (Pro Life). In comparison to ALL’s
homepage, EWTN’s website wastes no time in politically influencing its
members and viewers as seen in figure 9 below:

In Figure 9 above, EWTN’s Pro-Life website immediately asks members and viewers
to engage themselves politically, by way of social media (Twitter), in the debate over
abortion.
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As the image above illustrates, this purely Catholic institution holds
nothing back when it comes to politically mobilizing their members and
viewers. This type of political dialogue unarguably exemplifies a religious
organization utilizing computer technologies for a political agenda.
Even though computers and the internet are not the only technology
utilized by groups such as ALL and EWTN, they should certainly be
considered a primary tool for reaching out to and mobilizing society in
general. Since the purpose of this paper has been consistently devoted to
revealing real world examples of religious groups effectively using
computer technologies in a political way, websites such as these serve as
concrete evidence of this scenario taking place within the world we live in.
As this paper has shown the continuous evolution between religion and
communicative technologies, it has become clear just how important
computers have become in terms of reaching out to the public. Knowing
that is important to understand the implications of this relationship
between computers and religion, the politically charged redirect revolving
around the Catholic Church and Right-to-Life movement undoubtedly
serves as one of these implications. As a result of Cyber-Catholicism’s
effective use of computer technologies, this religious institution has
undeniably gained the ability to influence political activism within the US.
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